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Over seventy years since the end of the Great Patriotic War the remarkable story of the Soviet Union’s 
sacrifice, the heroism of the Red Army, and the suffering and privation of civilians continue to 
fascinate. In recent years a wealth of research has been published on the war’s military history. Far 
less, in comparison, has been written on the ravages the war inflicted on the home front. Many of the 
classic works on the wartime experiences of Soviet civilians were written over twenty-five years ago, 
before or just as Soviet archives were opening. The Bread of Affliction, William Moskoff’s 1990 
examination of the Stalinist regime’s wartime attempts to feed its population, for example, drew 
extensively upon interviews and published sources rather than archival documents. While many 
popular myths and academic orthodoxies surrounding the frontline war have been challenged, the 
history of many aspects of life in the Soviet rear are ripe for reassessment. Hunger and War attempts 
to redress this balance by focusing on Soviet food and provisioning on and behind the frontlines. As 
The Taste of War, Lizzie Collingham’s comparative study of food production and consumption during 
World War II reminds us, controlling food supplies was integral to how all states waged war. Securing 
sufficient supplies and allocating them to populations through rationing systems became a priority for 
all governments. Building upon, but also challenging, the work of Moskoff and Collingham, which are 
cited in many chapters, Hunger and War offers new insights into the importance of the Soviet rationing 
system and the population’s ability to withstand hunger. Hunger and War makes an extremely valuable 
contribution to scholarly understandings of the Great Patriotic War, in particular the relationship 
between state policies, popular experiences, and the extraordinary social costs of the war. It reveals for 
the first time, in remarkable detail, the full extent of hunger and food shortage across Soviet space. 
 Wendy Z. Goldman and Donald Filtzer have assembled five rigorously researched chapters. 
These contributions are significantly longer than many edited collections currently permit. The editors 
and publishers have allowed their authors the freedom to demonstrate the extent of their research, and 
the space to fully develop their arguments. Impressive efforts have also been made throughout the 
book to draw connections between chapters. Contributors have read the other chapters and shared 
insights, which gives the volume coherence. Although many key arguments and links between chapters 
are prefigured in Filtzer and Goldman’s introduction, some readers may find the absence of even a 
short conclusion, succinctly drawing together key themes, an oversight. Nevertheless, this is a very 
important collection, which greatly enhances our understanding of how Soviet citizens endured, and 
how the administrative system managed, the wartime food crisis. It covers an enormous range, from 
the bureaucratic procedures governing rationing, to the new social and cultural practices connected 
with food; from the statistical methods for recording starvation deaths, to scientific debates amongst 
nutritionists, physiologists and psychiatrists. It is also explores a huge geographical area, focusing 
particularly on the parts of the Soviet Union which the Stalinist regime controlled throughout the war, 
including the frontline zone, besieged Leningrad, and industrial cities in the Urals and Western Siberia 
far behind the lines. This follows a recent trend in studies of postwar reconstruction, largely initiated 
by Filtzer, to look beyond regions severely damaged by battle towards hinterland industrial regions in 
the rear. Additional insights, however, might have been reached had the volume included an 
examination of the meanings of hunger in occupied territory, and the challenges faced by Soviet 
officials as they confronted the lasting impact of starvation in liberated regions. 
 Aside from outlining the volume’s arguments and structure, Goldman and Filtzer’s 
introduction serves two key purposes. First, it places the history of Soviet wartime food supply in 
international context, drawing parallels with the experience of the United States, Britain, Germany and 
Japan, comparative insights which continue throughout the book. Second, it introduces a basic 
appreciation of ration hierarchies and the calorific content of food, background information essential 
for unlocking subsequent chapters. It explains, for example, the energy fraction, the ratio between 
calories consumed and expended, an important analytical tool used throughout the book. 
 In chapter 1 Goldman explores in great detail the state’s rationing policies, the hierarchies of 
provisioning, and the new forms of food production and distribution that developed as the state retail 
sector collapsed. She argues that although the food situation for many workers was far worse than 
previously acknowledged, state food policy proved remarkably effective in organizing scare resources, 
managing to allocate food without mass protests. Here Goldman directly challenges Moskoff’s 
argument that civilians were fed not by the state system, but in spite of it. Far from abandoning 
provisioning the state actively promoted new forms of decentralized agriculture such as subsidiary 
farms, private allotments and collective farm markets, while continuing to attempt to provide a basic 
minimum of sustenance, largely bread, for its urban population. Despite the multiple failings of state 
rationing, it nevertheless represented, given severe wartime constraints, a remarkable administrative 
achievement. The Soviet war effort was sustained, therefore, by a combination of state mechanisms, 
and state-sanctioned individual and collective initiative. 
 Chapter 2 turns to the social and cultural history of how rations were allocated, distributed and 
consumed on the frontlines by the Red Army. Other historians have acknowledge the importance of 
food, tobacco and alcohol for sustaining Soviet men and women in battle, but rarely with the level of 
clarity and detail offered here. Brandon Schechter explores the important new meanings food assumed 
in frontline conditions, as well as the role rations played in the unofficial contract between soldiers and 
the state. Although the Red Army was the best fed institution during the war, failures in provisioning 
abounded, which at times threatened to undermine the state’s obligation to combatants. “Rations”, as 
Schechter puts it, “were a key resource in setting the army apart as a separate class of citizens and in 
creating clear hierarchies within the army” (102). 
 Alexis Peri’s contribution in chapter 3 takes us to Leningrad in the period between the autumn 
of 1941 and the spring of 1942, the worst months of the siege. The focus shifts from soldiers to 
encircled civilians placed on the frontlines of this brutal war of extermination. Despite a flurry of recent 
publications about the Leningrad blockade, including several acclaimed works by Russian scholars, 
Peri succeeds in saying something new about the social experience of the blockade. On the basis of a 
sample of blockade diaries, taken from a cross section of society, she explores the new social landscape 
and spatial order created by extreme hunger. In the exceptional circumstances of the blockade, “Food 
was not only the city’s main social currency; it was also the major source of stratification.” (162) It 
was through the prism of spaces such as bread queues and canteens that blokadniki experienced 
Leningrad’s changing demographic patterns, and evaluated their own position in the emerging social 
order. Far from renouncing Soviet socialism in the face of supply failures, starvation, and mass death, 
diarists continued to structure their thoughts through the rhetoric of socialist ethics and entitlements. 
 Parts of chapter 4 also examine aspects of the Leningrad experience, something which its 
author Rebecca Manley knows well from her earlier work on evacuation. Here Manley explores the 
development of new scientific understandings and terminologies in the face of widespread starvation. 
Leningrad’s doctors’ observations of extreme hunger generated a new diagnosis of nutritional 
dystrophy (alimentarnaia distrofiia), as well as new treatments for the disease’s emaciated victims. 
Manley argues that this term was not intended to hide famine, or obscure its extent or severity through 
medical terminology. In contrast, the way in which usage of the term spread far beyond Leningrad, 
informing conceptions of hunger far beyond the front and even in the Gulag, suggests an unprecedented 
official openness about the science of starvation. Rather than hiding suffering, published medical 
reports, conference proceedings and scientific research became a privileged location for thinking about 
starvation and its impacts. 
 In the final chapter Donald Filtzer attempts to chart the extent of starvation related death in the 
Urals and Western Siberia. It demonstrates that starvation mortality was the leading cause of death in 
the industrial rear. While child and infant mortality rose catastrophically in 1941 and 1942, by 1943 
and 1944 starvation had begun to bite for adult males aged between thirty and fifty-nine. Although 
workers in the defense industries were theoretically at the top of the ration hierarchy, they were by no 
means immune to starvation. Even after the tide of war had turned the cumulative effects of years of 
malnutrition, heavy labor, and poor living conditions had taken their toll. Although his sources are 
geographically limited and there are “formidable methodological challenges” (269) to his approach, 
Filtzer nevertheless succeeds in mapping the general contours of starvation mortality in the rear, and 
highlighting how extreme hunger affected different regions and demographic groups. 
 What emerges from the book as a whole is a clear sense that the Soviet state did not simply 
abandon its people to starve, but was faced with exceptionally difficult circumstances which forced it 
to make difficult decisions about food allocation. Inevitably many people received insufficient food to 
survive. This echoes a recent trend in the historiography of Stalinism to re-examine the relationship 
between state and society. The complex arrangements of wartime food provisioning created a curious 
paradox, whereby increased centralization of supply and distribution co-existed with decentralized 
power, local decision-making and individual initiative. Over the course of the war, hunger affected all 
sections of Soviet society to a greater or lesser extent. The varied approaches taken in this volume give 
the reader an unrivaled opportunity to appreciate the complicated and shifting social, economic, 
political, and cultural dynamics of wartime hunger across time, social class, and geographic location. 
This book deserves to be read widely by anybody interested in the history of the Great Patriotic War. 
It serves as an important reminder of the importance of studying war’s impacts on both civilian and 
military populations, and the centrality of food supply to the Soviet war effort. While the extensive 
footnotes, graphs and statistical tables might deter some undergraduate readers, few serious historians 
of the Second World War will be unpersuaded by the extent and quality of scholarship. 
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